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ABSTRACT 

The promise of learning via technology is undermined when 
students are required to repeat certain courses of enroll in a single 
university in order to meet degree requirements. It is important that 
transfer principles be recognized and adopted first on the state level, but 
state systems of higher education can no longer work in isolation if the full 
potential of distance learning is to be realized. Because distance learning 
is independent of physical "place," and is not contained by state boundaries, 
the same principles should be adopted regionally and, eventually, nationally. 
It is time for the consideration of regional and national transfer policies, 
including major field requirements and residency requirements. States seeking 
to increase access and better serve students should consider designating one 
or two institutions to act as "degree completers" for the state. Degree- 
completing institutions would provide an important service to distance 
learning students by taking various course credits and integrating them into 
a meaningful, coherent degree. As a credit aggregators, the institution would 
better use its own resources, grow enrollments, and receive grater full-time- 
equivalent credit. In addition, as more adult learners demand "just in time 
learning," the traditional structure of courses will no longer suffice. 
Mechanisms need to be developed to translate various forms of modularized 
education and competency-based certifications into "credit equivalencies." 

The report contains 11 recommendations for police that should be adopted by 
the Southern Regional Education Board and its member states to bring about 
consensus on the elements of degree programs. Two appendixes list some state- 
level approaches and some virtual campuses and distance learning consortia. 
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About the Southern Regional Education Board 
Distance Learning Policy Laboratory 

At its June, 1999, meeting, the Southern Regional Education Board approved the 
establishment of the SREB Distance Learning Policy Laboratory. Building upon the work of 
the Educational Technology Cooperative and the Electronic Campus, the Policy Laboratory 
seeks to reduce or eliminate existing or potential policy barriers to distance learning activities 
in three broad areas: access, quality, and cost. The Policy Laboratory’s main objectives are: 

• Assessing educational policy issues that are identified as barriers; 

• Establishing policy baselines of current practices, procedures and strategies; 

• Assisting states and institutions as they develop ways to use technology to improve 
quality, expand access, and reduce costs; 

• Establishing trial or pilot efforts with State Partners to test new distance learning 
approaches or strategies; 

• Promoting state-level policy changes via existing SREB organizational arrangements 
and agreements; 

• Developing and testing agreements among institutions and states; 

• Utilizing the regional platform to serve as a clearinghouse for states and institutions to 
discuss policy issues and concerns; and 

• Measuring the implementation of policy changes in the SREB states and widely 
disseminating the results. 

The SREB Distance Learning Policy Laboratory is supported in part by a grant from the 
United States Department of Education Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary 
Education’s (FIPSE) Learning Anytime, Anywhere Partnerships (LAAP) program. The 
contents of this report were developed under the grant but do not necessarily represent 
the policy of the Department of Education, and you should not assume endorsement by 
the Federal Government. Additional support has been provided by a grant from the 
Stranahan Foundation of Toledo, Ohio. 




Stranahan 

Foundation 





4 





The Distance Learning Policy Laboratory 
Student Credit Subcommittee 



Linda Bradley, Tennessee Higher Education Commission 
Dianne Brandstadter , South Carolina State Board for Technical and Comprehensive Education 

James Broomall, University of Delaware 
Tom Bums, Northwestern State University 
Kay Clark, Tennessee Board of Regents 
Connie Graunke , Florida State Board of Community Colleges 
Elizabeth Isler, North Carolina Department of Community Colleges 
Tonya Lam, Board of Regents of the University System of Georgia 
Diane Lampe, University of Maryland University College 
Gene Ranvier, Kentucky Virtual University 
Virginia Reasor, Rogers State University 
Sandra Robertson, The University of Arkansas at Little Rock 
Carole Schultz, Virginia Community College System 

David Sumler, Subcommittee Co-Chair, Maryland Higher Education Commission 
Bruce Chaloux, Subcommittee Co-Chair, SREB Distance Learning Policy Laboratory 
Alice Anne Bailey, SREB Distance Learning Policy Laboratory 



Table of Contents 



Executive Summary i 

The Promise of Technology in Higher Education 1 

Traditional Issues of Transferability 4 

Community, Junior, and Technical College Articulation 5 

Transfer Initiatives for the Technology Age 8 

Emerging Issues in Transferability 8 

Regional Solutions 1 1 

Subcommittee Recommendations 14 



Tables and Appendices 

Appendix A 17 

Appendix B 19 




6 



Executive Summary 



Distance learning increases access to higher education by making it possible for students to 
fit education into work and family schedules and by providing a greater programmatic choice 
of courses. Distance learning allows “multiple-institution students” to simultaneously enroll 
in more than one institution in order to achieve their particular learning goals in a more 
timely manner. Each institution involved, however, typically maintains a different set of 
general education, prerequisite, academic major, and institutional requirements. 

The growth of distance learning, like any major technological innovation, changes the very 
nature of education — how it is administered, delivered, supported, and monitored. As larger 
numbers of students take advantage of the benefits of “anytime/anywhere learning,” more 
students will encounter difficulties in credit transfer. While transfer disagreements between 
institutions have existed for many years, the distance learning environment aggravates 
preexisting transfer problems because of the numerous institutions that can be involved in 
the education of a single student. Disagreements over credit transfer and degree 
requirements mean higher costs and more time for students to reach their education goals, 
whether they are courses, certificates, or degrees. Rather than increasing the availability and 
flexibility of higher education, the promise of learning via technology is undermined when 
students are required to repeat certain courses or enroll in a single university in order to meet 
degree requirements. 

While it is important that transfer principles be recognized and adopted first on the state 
level, state systems of higher education can no longer work in isolation if the full potential of 
distance learning is to be realized. Because distance learning is independent of physical 
“place” and is not contained by state boundaries, the same principles should be adopted 
regionally and, eventually, nationally. Just as state systems have adopted statewide policies 
on articulation and transfer, it is time for the consideration of regional and/or national 
transfer policies, including major field requirements and residency requirements. The needs 
of and interests of the learner — not the institution — should be paramount. 

We are an increasingly mobile society, and it is in the best interest of both the student and 
the institution to accommodate movement across states and among different institutions. 
Students should have the option to change programs and take courses that meet their 
educational needs, whether the courses are offered by one or several institutions. States 
seeking to increase access and better serve students should consider designating one or two 
institutions to act as “degree completers” for the state. Degree-completing institutions 
would provide an important service to distance learning students by taking various course 
credits and integrating them into a meaningful, coherent degree. As a credit aggregator, the 
institution would better utilize its own resources, grow enrollments, and receive greater FTE 
credit. 

In addition, as more adult learners demand “just in time learning,” the traditional structure 
of two- and four-year degree programs composed of semester-long courses will no longer 



suffice. Mechanisms need to be developed to translate various forms of modularized 
education and competency-based certifications into “credit equivalencies.” 

In order to facilitate the transfer of credits earned from multiple institutions in multiple 
states, there must be a consensus among institutions in different states on the elements of 
degree programs. To foster development of this consensus, it is recommended that SREB, 
its member states, and SREB’s Electronic Campus adopt the following policies to facilitate 
articulation and transfer of academic credits. SREB should seek to establish formal state 
commitments, through a voluntary multi-state compact or other appropriate instrument, to 
the following policies and practices. 

Subcommittee Recommendations 

1 . States should develop policy statements outlining the responsibilities of students and 
institutions in the transfer process and clearly communicate these policies to all 
parties. Information about degree requirements and transfer policies should be 
featured predominantly and clearly described on institution web sites. 

2. A transfer coordinator should be identified at every institution to specifically advise 
distance learning students. Coordinators should have sufficient authority to resolve 
transfer issues for students in an expeditious manner. 

3. States should establish common methods for calculating the number and percentage 
of students who are simultaneously enrolled or who migrate from institution to 
institution on an annual basis and report their findings to the SREB Data Exchange. 
SREB should use this data to evaluate the effectiveness of transfer policies over time. 

4. States should identify one or more highly visible institutions or consortia to act as 
“degree completers” to aid students by forming the various credits earned from 
multiple institutions into a complete degree program. Degree-completing 
institutions should accept lower-division general education credits of letter grades 
“C” or higher from any regionally accredited institution in the region as credit 
towards the general education requirements. 

5. SREB should appoint a Regional Transfer and Articulation Committee (RTAC), 
with membership from all SREB states, to follow trends in student transfer activity, 
including regional policies, compacts, and agreements, and offer advice concerning 
questions, issues, or disputes among states and institutions. Initially, the RTAC 
should be appointed for a three-year period. 
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6. SREB should encourage and support activities that bring together community college, 

technical college, and four-year faculty from various disciplines to discuss and agree 
upon the content and core curricula that associate and baccalaureate programs 
should contain, as well as the skill competencies that students should be able to 
display as a result of course or program completion. 

7. SREB should utilize its existing compact agreements to establish a voluntary, 
mutually reciprocal interstate credit-transfer agreement that would ensure that 
students earning an Associate of Arts or Associate of Science degree is fully 
transferable to any public four-year institution in the compact if: 1) sufficient credits 
are earned from any accredited community or junior college and 2) the student has 
maintained the appropriate minimum grade point average. General education 
credits earned in a regionally accredited AA or AS program should be accepted as a 
block of credits without a course-by-course review. 

8. Ail SREB states should participate in the development of an “electronic regional 
transfer crosswalk,” which would allow students to pre-determine the graduation 
requirements and potential transferability of courses from one public institution to 
another public institution in any participating state. This “crosswalk” should take 
the form of a database, accessible through the Electronic Campus portal, and should 
describe the transferability of courses from one accredited institution in the region to 
any other institution in the region. 

9. SREB should initiate a discussion among higher education leaders and accrediting 
bodies about the purpose and relevance of residency requirements in distance 
learning degree programs. These discussions should yield a recommended standard 
on the percentage of degree credits that must be earned at the degree-granting 
institution, when they should be earned relative to degree completion, and the 
percentage that may be earned from any other institution(s). 

10. SREB should convene the regional accrediting bodies serving in SREB states to 
discuss the implications of these recommendations for their policies and practices. 

1 1 . SREB should facilitate discussions between the several national and regional 
accrediting commissions and the United States Department of Education about the 
implications of these recommendations for national educational policy. 



